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Foreword

This short monograph is concerned only with the story of
the command and control of that category of airpower which,
prior to 1943, was c.alled "observation," It recalls the problems
encountered by observation units in the period prior to World
War II when they were first assigned and then attached to
ground umts. It shows how such a system of control broke
down in North Africa when it first met the tests of modern air
warfare. It clearly demonstrates the reasons Why Short-range,
ground-eontrolled "observation" had to be supplanted in 1943
by umfied, centrally-controlled "tactical air reconnaissance."
Tills monograph was wrrtten by Dr. Robert F. Futrell of the
USAF Historical DiVISion, Research StUdies Institute, Air Uni
versity. Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama.

Like other Historical DiVision stUdies, it is sUbject to reviSion.
and additional information or suggested corrections will be
welcomed.
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DURING THE FIRST year of the war in Korea the Unitedstates Eighth
Army, although numerIcally weaker than the initially met North

Korean Peoples' Army and the subsequently employed Chinese Com
murust Forces, so benefited from the strong support rendered to It by
the Far East AIr Forces that it was able to weather the series of crIses
posed by what seemed to be overwhelming CommunIst ground attacks.
According to the mass of testimony the air .attacks launched by the
Umted Nations air forces blunted the North Korean and Chinese as
saults, successfully interdicted the flow of Communist supplies to the
battlefield and, during the perIOds of all-out ground warfare, destroyed a
majorIty of the enemy's eqmpment and troops. The Far East Air Forces
also maintallled air superiority over the Korean battleground, thus per
mittmg the Eighth Army to maintain Its ground defenses and to maneu
ver at will without the danger of enemy air attack

Despite the exceptIonal circumstance of the freedom of his forces
from enemy air oppOSItion, a former commander of the U.S. X Corps
has expressed dissatisfaction wIth the manner in which .airpower is
applied in "modern battle." He questioned the wisdom of the 'Iprecon
ceived doctrine" whereby close-support effort is assigned at a field army
tactical air force Joint operations center after discussion of aircraft
availability versus army-wide need by representatives of the field army
and tactical alI force. It is instead his belief that air elements should
be "allocated" eIther to corps or divisions. The primary mission of air
units so allocated would be the close support of ground troops, and the
pilots of such units would benefit from periods of infantry service,l In
December 1950, with the Korean experience in mind, the Chief of Army
Field Forces expressed the need for a specially designed Close-support
aircraft: "The aircraft WhICh is to prOVIde close tactical support," he said,
"shoUld be deSIgned specifically for that misSIOn and not be compromised
by a primary requirement to engage in air to air battles." The plane he
described woUld be all-we.ather, capable of a SOOO-foot take-off, and have
enough fuel to remain over the battle area for at least two haul'S. If it
required protectlon from enemy fighters, the support plane was to be
escorted by Air Force jet fighters.2

The views of these high-ranking Army officers on tactical aVIation are
reminiscent of the early years of World War II, when commanders In

terested in observation aVIation were seeking the most useful means
to control, command, and use it. Of all the elements of tactical airpower,
none was so intlmately related to the ground force mission as uobserva
tion aviation," and plior to 1941 observation squadrons were assigned
to the ground forces. The history of observation under ground force
control, of its transfer to the Army Air Forces, and of the eventual re
organization of observatIOn and its redesignation as reconnaissance car
nes lessons for those military leaders pondering the best means to com
mand tactical airpower in the 1950's.
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